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DOI 10.1186/s12711-015-0088-6RESEARCH Open AccessPredicting heterosis for egg production traits in
crossbred offspring of individual White Leghorn
sires using genome-wide SNP data
Esinam N Amuzu-Aweh1,2*, Henk Bovenhuis1, Dirk-Jan de Koning2 and Piter Bijma1Abstract
Background: The development of a reliable method to predict heterosis would greatly improve the efficiency of
commercial crossbreeding schemes. Extending heterosis prediction from the line level to the individual sire level
would take advantage of variation between sires from the same pure line, and further increase the use of heterosis
in crossbreeding schemes. We aimed at deriving the theoretical expectation for heterosis due to dominance in the
crossbred offspring of individual sires, and investigating how much extra variance in heterosis can be explained by
predicting heterosis at the individual sire level rather than at the line level. We used 53 421 SNP (single nucleotide
polymorphism) genotypes of 3427 White Leghorn sires, allele frequencies of six White Leghorn dam-lines and
cage-based records on egg number and egg weight of ~210 000 crossbred hens.
Results: We derived the expected heterosis for the offspring of individual sires as the between- and within-line
genome-wide heterozygosity excess in the offspring of a sire relative to the mean heterozygosity of the pure lines.
Next, we predicted heterosis by regressing offspring performance on the heterozygosity excess. Predicted heterosis
ranged from 7.6 to 16.7 for egg number, and from 1.1 to 2.3 grams for egg weight. Between-line differences
accounted for 99.0% of the total variance in predicted heterosis, while within-line differences among sires
accounted for 0.7%.
Conclusions: We show that it is possible to predict heterosis at the sire level, thus to distinguish between sires
within the same pure line with offspring that show different levels of heterosis. However, based on our data,
variation in genome-wide predicted heterosis between sires from the same pure line was small; most differences
were observed between lines. We hypothesise that this method may work better if predictions are based on SNPs
with identified dominance effects.Background
Commercial breeding programs for laying hens use
crossbreeding schemes to exploit heterosis. The develop-
ment of a reliable method to predict heterosis would
greatly improve the efficiency of these breeding schemes
by reducing their dependency on time-consuming and
expensive field-tests of multiple pure-line combinations.
Using egg production records from White Leghorn
crosses, Amuzu-Aweh et al. [1] showed that heterosis
can be predicted using the genome-wide average squared* Correspondence: esinam.amuzu@wur.nl
1Animal Breeding and Genomics Centre, Wageningen University,
Wageningen, the Netherlands
2Department of Animal Breeding and Genetics, Swedish University of
Agricultural Sciences, Uppsala, Sweden
© 2015 Amuzu-Aweh et al.; licensee BioMed C
Commons Attribution License (http://creativec
reproduction in any medium, provided the or
Dedication waiver (http://creativecommons.or
unless otherwise stated.difference in allele frequency (SDAF) between the two
parental lines, with an accuracy of ~0.5. With this
method, one can predict which sire- and dam-line com-
binations have the highest potential for heterosis, and
thus pre-select which crosses should be field-tested.
However, the sires and dams within a pure line can be
genetically different, and thus may vary in the heterosis
that their offspring will express. In this study, genetic
variation within the pure lines is quantified by the
within-line heritabilities of target traits, which are in the
same range as those reported in the literature [2,3], and
by the expected heterozygosity within the lines. Explor-
ing this individual variation is of interest to understand
the genetic basis of heterosis, and also to increase the per-
formance of commercial crossbred animals. In commercialentral. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative
ommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
iginal work is properly credited. The Creative Commons Public Domain
g/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article,
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thus there may be possibilities to further exploit heterosis
by selecting certain sires that are better suited for mating
to a particular dam-line than others.
To this end, the aims of our study were to derive the
theoretical expectation for heterosis due to dominance
in the crossbred offspring of individual sires, and to in-
vestigate how much extra variance in heterosis can be
explained by predicting heterosis at the individual sire
level, rather than at the line level. We used genotypic
data from 53 421 SNPs on 3427 individual White Leghorn
sires, allele frequencies of six White Leghorn dam-lines,
and phenotypic records on egg number and egg weight
from 16 crosses between those lines, representing ~210
000 individual crossbred hens.
Methods
Population structure
Phenotypic records of ~210 000 crossbred hens that
originated from nine purebred White Leghorn layer lines
(three sire-lines and six dam-lines) were obtained from
the Institut de Sélection Animale (ISA) B.V. These data
are a subset of the population of chickens described in
[1] since only records of crossbred hens for which sires
had been genotyped were retained here. Following [1],
sire-lines were coded as S1, S4 and S5, and dam-lines
were D1, D2, D3, D4, D5 and D6. A cross produced by
an S1 sire and a D1 dam is referred to as S1*D1 and its
reciprocal as D1*S1. The D1 line was the only dam-line
that was also used as a sire of crossbreds. The mating
design produced 16 crosses (Table 1). Each of the 3427Table 1 Numbers of sires and records and mean egg number
Cross Number of genotyped sires Number of crossbred prog
D1*D4 301 2972
D1*S1 471 4808
S1*D1 259 3020
S1*D2 318 3768
S1*D3 243 3013
S1*D4 267 2921
S4*D1 48 340
S4*D2 43 318
S4*D3 16 201
S4*D5 366 3442
S4*D6 367 3588
S5*D1 33 285
S5*D2 40 353
S5*D3 42 354
S5*D5 308 2742
S5*D6 305 2674
1Each record is a cage-based average. There were ~ six hens per cage.sires was mated to one dam-line only, but to several
hens of that particular line. Mate allocation was random,
i.e. hens were artificially inseminated following the cage
rows (personal communication, Jeroen Visscher, ISA,
Hendrix). Pedigree on the dam side was not recorded.
Phenotypic data
The traits studied were egg number and egg weight.
Phenotypic data were from routine performance tests
for a commercial crossbreeding program, and were col-
lected on test farms in the Netherlands, Canada and
France from 2005 through 2010. Crossbred hens were
beak-trimmed and housed in group-cages, and pheno-
types were recorded per cage. A cage-based record is the
mean record of all individuals within a cage. The number
of cage-based records on egg number and egg weight per
sire ranged from 1 to 23, with an average of ~11 cage-
based records per sire, and about six hens per cage.
Phenotypic data on pure lines was not used.
Egg number
Egg number is a cage-based record of eggs produced
from 100 through 504 days of age calculated on a hen-
day basis. Hen-day egg number was calculated as the
total number of eggs laid in the cage divided by the total
number of days that a hen was present in the cage (days
are summed for all hens that were placed in the cage),
and then multiplied by the maximum number of days
the production period lasted. A full description of this
trait and data editing criteria are in [1]. There were 34
799 cage-based records of egg number (Table 1).and weight for each cross
eny records1 Average egg number Average egg weight (g)
341.9 62.1
342.6 60.7
338.2 62.1
339.0 60.2
340.6 59.9
334.1 60.9
331.3 62.5
336.2 61.1
336.9 60.4
324.5 61.1
326.1 60.0
345.1 62.4
343.1 60.9
345.2 60.8
334.5 62.9
332.9 61.1
Hii; jj ¼
2pi 1−pið Þ þ 2pj 1−pj
 
2
¼ pi − pi2 þ pj − pj2:
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Egg weight was measured five times throughout the pro-
duction period: at around 25, 35, 45, 60 and 75 weeks of
age. For each cage, the average weight of all eggs laid on
a particular day was recorded. At the end of the produc-
tion period, these five average weights were again aver-
aged to give one value for egg weight per cage for the
entire production period. There were 26 034 records of
egg weight (Table 1).
Genotypic data
Two types of genotypic information were used: individ-
ual 60K SNP genotypes of 3427 sires (1087 S1, 840 S4,
728 S5 and 772 D1), and allele frequencies of all nine
pure lines in our data. The allele frequencies of the lines
used only as dams (D2, D3, D4, D5 and D6) were ob-
tained from pooled blood samples of 75 randomly se-
lected males. For the lines used as sires (S1, S4, S5 and
D1), we calculated the line allele frequencies from the
individual sire genotypes. The same SNP array, the Illu-
mina chicken 60K SNP BeadChip [4], was used for all
genotyping. SNPs from the sex (Z) chromosome were
excluded because females are the heterogametic sex in
chickens (ZW), thus the sex chromosomes do not con-
tribute to heterosis by dominance in females. We also
excluded SNPs with a call rate less than 95% (161 SNPs).
This brought the total number of SNPs used in this
study to 53 421. Further details of the quality control
criteria are in [1].
Statistical analyses
Theory
At the line level, heterosis due to dominance is propor-
tional to the squared difference in allele frequency be-
tween the two parental lines that produce a crossbred:
Heterosisij ¼
X
l
dl ðpi;l−pj;lÞ2;
where dl is the deviation of the genotypic value of the
heterozygote from the average of both homozygotes at
locus l, pi,l is the frequency of a particular allele at the
bi-allelic locus l in parental line i, and pj,l is the fre-
quency of the same allele at locus l in parental line j [5].
Under the assumptions that (i) heterosis is due to
dominance and (ii) the dominance deviation (dl) at a
locus is independent of the squared difference in allele
frequency between parental lines at that locus, when
the phenotype of crossbred individuals is regressed on
the mean squared difference in allele frequency be-
tween the two parental lines:
yijk ¼ sire linei þ dam linej þ β⋅
1
nloci
X
l
ðpi;l−pj;lÞ2 þ eijk ;then the estimated partial regression coefficient is an es-
timator of the sum of dominance deviations over all loci,
β^ ¼ Est:
X
l
d
 !
[1,5] (note that the dominance devia-
tions at all loci do not have to be equal for this state-
ment to be true). This result holds even when
phenotypic data on the pure lines is not available, as
shown in detail in [1].
Thus, at the line level, heterosis due to dominance can
be estimated using regression on the mean squared dif-
ference in allele frequency between parental lines. How-
ever, our aim was to predict heterosis at the sire level.
For each sire, we calculated the allele frequency at each
SNP locus. For example, for a SNP with alleles a and A,
a sire can either be aa, aA or AA. If the population allele
frequencies are expressed as freq(A), then a sire’s allele
frequency is simply the number of A alleles for that sire
(0, 1 or 2) divided by the total number of alleles for a
sire (which is 2). Thus, the allele frequencies for sires,
corresponding to the three genotypes, are 0, 0.5 and 1.
At first glance, to estimate
X
l
d , one might expect that
regression can be done on the squared difference in the
sire allele frequency and the allele frequency of the dam-
line, using 1=nloci
X
l
psi;l−pj;l
 2
, where psi is the allele
frequency of the sth sire from line i, and pj is the allele
frequency in the dam-line. This is, however, incorrect.
Instead, we need to derive a term that is proportional to
the expected heterosis due to dominance for crossbred
offspring of a particular sire, say si, from sire-line i that is
mated to randomly chosen dams from dam-line j. In other
words, we need to identify a term xsi;j , such that fitting a
regression βxsi;j yields a β^ that is an estimator of
X
l
d.
In the following model:
ysij ¼ sire linei þ dam linej þ βxsi;j þ esij; ð1Þ
ysij is the phenotypic record of an offspring of sire si
from pure-line i mated to randomly chosen dams from
pure-line j, β is a regression coefficient and xsi;j is derived
such that β becomes an estimate of
X
l
d.
The mean heterozygosity of pure-lines i and j is:
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pj, and heterozygosity in an si * j cross is Hsij ¼ psið1−pjÞþ
1−psi
 
pj.
Thus, the heterozygosity excess of a cross relative to the
mean of the pure lines is: Hij − Hii; jj ¼ ðpi−pjÞ2.
This result shows that, as expected [5], heterosis at the
line level is proportional to the squared difference in
allele frequency (SDAF) between the parental lines. It
represents the between-line component of heterosis.
The heterozygosity excess of the offspring of si,j rela-
tive to the i * j cross is: Hsij−Hij ¼ psi−pi
 ð1−2pjÞ.
This represents the within-line component of heter-
osis, and measures how much the expected performance
of the offspring of this sire deviates from the mean of
the cross, due to dominance. It is a combination of the
deviation of the sire’s allele frequency from its line allele
frequency, psi−pi
 
, and the dam-line allele frequency,
(1 − 2pj).
Therefore, if we want to predict heterosis due to dom-
inance for the offspring of an individual sire, then we
need to sum the heterozygosity excess of the i * j cross
relative to the mean of the two pure lines and the het-
erozygosity excess of the offspring of si,j relative to the i
* j cross. Thus, the xsi;j term in Equation 1 should be:
xsi;j ¼ ðpi−pjÞ2 þ ðpsi−piÞð1−2pjÞ:
In the following text, we refer to xsi;j as the “heterozy-
gosity excess”.
We calculated the heterozygosity excess for the s = 1
to 3427 sires in our dataset and all dam-lines that they
had been mated to. This was calculated for each SNP
and then averaged across all SNPs. We used the sire al-
lele frequencies psi
 
, and missing SNPs were replaced
by the sire’s line allele frequency at that SNP. Thus, the
genome-wide average heterozygosity excess for offspring
of sire si mated to dam line j was:
xsi; j ¼
PN
n¼1
h
pi−pj
 2
þ psi−pi
 
1−2pj
 i
N
;
where N was the total number of SNPs.
Prediction of heterosis at the sire level
Following from the derivation above, we predicted the
heterosis per sire by fitting a linear mixed model, where
we regressed phenotypes of crossbreds on the genome-
wide average heterozygosity excess, xsi; j :
ysijklm ¼ μþ sire linei þ dam linej þ β⋅xsi; j þ
testk þ hen densityl:k þ HRTm þ eijklm
ðModel 1Þ;where ysijklm is a phenotypic record, sire_linei and dam_-
linej are the fixed effects of the i
th sire-line and jth dam-
line of each cross (i = 1 to 4, j = 1 to 7), β is the partial
regression coefficient of y on xsi; j , testk is the fixed effect
of each performance test (k = 1 to 33 year-farm classes),
hen densityl is a fixed effect accounting for the initial
number of hens within a cage (l = 1 to 128); it was
nested within test because the physical size of cages dif-
fered across some performance tests. The combined ef-
fect of the Hen-house, Row and Tier of the cage was
accounted for by including the term “HRTm” as a ran-
dom effect (m = 1 to 767). eijklm is the random residual
error term. Data were analysed using the MIXED pro-
cedure in SAS version 9.2. This model was used for both
traits.
For the crossbred offspring of each sire, predicted
heterosis was calculated by multiplying the estimated
regression coefficient of the phenotypes on xsi; j β^trait
 
,
by the xsi; j value between sire si and dam-line j:
Predicted heterosistrait; sij ¼ β^trait⋅xsij : ð2Þ
To determine the relative importance of using individ-
ual sire genotypes to predict heterosis at the sire level
versus predicting heterosis only at the line level, we par-
titioned the heterozygosity excess into its between-line,
(pi − pj)
2, and within-line, psi−pi
 
1−2pj
  
, compo-
nents and calculated the variance explained by each. We
also estimated regression coefficients of the phenotypes
on the two components of heterozygosity excess, using
the following model:
ysijklm ¼ μþ sire linei þ dam linej þ β1⋅ pi−pj
 2
þ
β2⋅ psi−pi
 
1−2pj
  
þ testk þ hen densityl:k
þHRTm þ eijklm
ðModel 2Þ
All model terms except β1 and β2 are the same as in
Model 1 above. Also note that (pi − pj)
2 is the same as
the squared difference in allele frequency (SDAF).
Results and discussion
Descriptive statistics
Table 1 shows the number of sires, records and mean
values for egg number and weight for the 16 crosses in
our study. Cage-based egg numbers ranged from 163.9
to 375.3. The S5*D3 cross had the highest mean egg
number, i.e. 345.2, whereas the S4*D6 had the lowest
mean egg number, i.e. 326.1. Cage-based egg weight
ranged from 51.0 to 76.7 g. The mean egg weight was
highest for the S5*D5 cross, i.e. 62.9 g and lowest for
S1*D3, i.e. 59.9 g. Values of the genome-wide average
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an average of 0.12 and a standard deviation of 0.018.
Pure lines
The proportion of polymorphic SNPs was 0.37 for D1,
0.50 for S1, 0.42 for S4, 0.52 for S5, and 0.74 across all
lines. From these polymorphic SNPs, expected heterozy-
gosity was 0.314 for D1, 0.318 for S1, 0.288 for S4 and
0.296 for S5. The following heritabilities are averages of
estimates for lines D1, S1, S4 and S5: heritability for egg
production from 100 to 168 days of age was ~0.46 and
that for egg production from 169 to 560 days of age was
~0.26. The heritability for egg weight over the entire
production period was ~0.6.
Predicted heterosis per sire
Using the hypothesis that heterosis is due to dominance,
Amuzu-Aweh et al. [1] showed that by using the
squared difference in allele frequency (SDAF) between
parental pure lines, crossbred phenotypes can be parti-
tioned into pure-line means and heterosis, even when
pure-line phenotypes are unavailable. Here, we extended
this concept by deriving the theoretical expectation for
heterosis due to dominance expressed by the offspring
of specific sires. We showed that the expected heterosis
expressed by the offspring of a sire si from pure-line i
mated to randomly chosen dams from pure-line j is a
linear function of the heterozygosity excess in the off-
spring relative to mean heterozygosity of the pure lines.
Table 2 shows the estimated regression coefficients of egg
number and egg weight on xsi; j , along with their standard
errors (se) and p-values. All fixed effects in the models were
significant (p < 0.0001). The estimated regression coefficient
of egg number on xsi;j was β^EN ¼ 93:5 eggs and that of
egg weight was β^EW ¼ 12:9 g. The results in Table 2 show
that there is a positive and highly significant association
between xsi; j and crossbred performance for these traits,Table 2 Estimated regression coefficients of egg number
and weight on heterozygosity excess1, their standard
errors (se) and p-values
Egg number Egg weight (g)
Estimate se p-value Estimate se p-value
Model 1
β 93.45 18.3 3.4 E-7 12.92 2.7 1.1 E-6
Model 2
β1 92.5 19.3 2.2 E-6 12.94 2.8 4.7 E-7
β2 102.9 61.7 9.5 E-2 12.74 8.7 1.5 E-1
1β is the partial regression coefficient of trait values on the full heterozygosity
excess, pi−pj
 2 þ psi−pi  1−2pj . β was estimated from Model 1; β1 is the
partial regression coefficient of trait values on the between-line component
(pi − pj)
2, and β2 is the partial regression coefficient of trait values on the
within-line component, psi−pi
 
1−2pj
 
, of the heterozygosity excess.
β1 and β2 were estimated simultaneously from Model 2.which indicates that the greater the heterozygosity excess is
in the offspring of a particular sire, the higher the perform-
ance of its crossbred offspring is. Haberfeld et al. [6], who
estimated correlations between heterosis and genetic
distance between mating-pairs, concluded that offspring
were superior when they were from mating-pairs with a
relatively distant genetic relationship, but they com-
pared sires from different lines. Our study shows that if
heterosis is due to dominance, then also within a line,
sires that are expected to produce offspring with higher
heterosis when mated to the dam-line of interest can be
identified and used for breeding.
Figure 1 shows the predicted heterosis for egg number
and egg weight for the 3427 sires in our study. We pre-
dicted heterosis for both traits as the product of β^trait
and the heterozygosity excess between the sire and the
dam-line (Equation 2). The heterozygosity excess for
each sire*dam-line combination was the same for each
trait. Thus, the predicted heterosis follows the same pat-
tern for both traits, but is scaled by the value of β^trait .
Predicted heterosis ranged from 7.6 to 16.7 for egg num-
ber, and from 1.1 to 2.3 g for egg weight. Predicted
heterosis was lowest for an S5 sire mated to the D6
dam-line and highest for an S4 sire mated to the D1
dam-line. For both traits, the range of predicted heter-
osis was higher when prediction was done at the sire
level than when it was done at the line level (line-level
predictions not shown).Proportion of heterosis explained by the within-line sire
variation
Next, we quantified the added value of using individual
sire genotypes, rather than line allele frequencies, for the
prediction of heterosis by comparing the variances of
the within and between-line components of the hetero-
zygosity excess. The total variance of xsi; j was 3.11E-4.
The variance of the between-line component was 3.08E-4,
and that of the within-line component was 0.0223E-4.
Thus, the proportion of variance in xsi; j explained by
the between-line component was 99.00%, and the propor-
tion explained by the within-line component was 0.72%
(the remaining 0.28% is due to a small positive covariance
between the components). The extra genomic information
from individual sires, therefore, explained only a small
proportion of the total variance in heterozygosity excess,
and thus a small proportion of the variance in predicted
heterosis. This implies that most of the variation between
sires is accounted for by line differences. Between lines,
there was a difference of 9.1 in egg number and 1.3 g in
egg weight for predicted heterosis for the offspring of
the best and worst sire. Within lines, variation was
greatest among the 318 S1 sires that were mated to the
D2 dam-line: there was a difference of 1.0 in egg
Figure 1 Predicted heterosis in egg number and egg weight for the 3427 sires studied. On the x axis, the sires are numbered from 1 to 3427
and the y axis shows predicted heterosis (left: egg number; right: egg weight (g)). Each point on the graph represents the average heterosis in the
offspring of a particular sire; each sire was mated to one dam-line, but to several hens from that line. Colours represent the 16 crosses in this study.
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of the best and worst sires in this cross.
To further investigate the importance of the within-line
component of the heterozygosity excess for prediction of
heterosis, we fitted a model with a separate regression co-
efficient for each component of xsi; j , for both egg number
and egg weight (Model 2 in Methods section).
For both traits, the estimates of the two regression co-
efficients were very similar, but the regression co-
efficients on the within-line component of xsi; j were not
statistically significantly different from zero (Table 2).
The results suggest that the lack of statistical signifi-
cance of β^2;trait occurs because there was too little vari-
ation in the within-line component of xsi; j , and thus too
little power to accurately estimate β2,trait. The main rea-
son for the low within-line variation in the hetero-
zygosity excess is that we used an average over the
entire genome, which reduces the within-line variance
compared to that at the single SNP level. Given that
β^2;trait was not significantly different from zero, it is sur-
prising that both regression coefficients were so similar,
but this was probably due to chance. Hence, whether the
within-line component of xsi; j would have good predict-
ive ability for heterosis if there was enough within-line
variation in xsi; j among sires cannot be evaluated based
on this statistical analysis. However, it is important to note
that when heterosis is entirely due dominance, β1 and β2
must have the same value.In an analysis using only the between-line component
of the heterozygosity excess, the standard errors of the
estimated regression coefficients were slightly larger
than when regressing on the full heterozygosity excess,
xsi; j . This shows that β^trait was estimated more accurately
when both the between- and within-line components of
xsi; j were used. This also means that heterosis can be
predicted more accurately when individual sire geno-
types are used. Nonetheless, the 16 crosses in our study
still ranked the same when either the full heterozygosity
excess or only the between-line component was used as
a predictor for heterosis, which indicates that both give
corresponding predictions. Therefore, in a breeding
program, the use of individual sire genotypes to predict
heterosis may only be worthwhile if individual sire
genotypes are already available as a result of routine
genotyping.Model considerations
Another factor of interest is the level of linkage disequi-
librium (LD) between the SNPs used and the loci that
are relevant for heterosis/dominance. The essential as-
sumption that underlies our approach is that genome-
wide heterozygosity based on ~60K SNPs is a predictor
of heterozygosity at the loci that affect the trait. Consid-
ering the proportion of polymorphic SNPs in each of the
lines used in this study, we expect to have SNPs in LD
with most, if not all, loci that are relevant to our target
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have been found to have relatively high levels of LD
[7,8], and SNP densities of 8 to 19K are considered to be
sufficient for association mapping and implementation
of genomic selection, provided that the SNPs are equally
distributed across the genome in proportion to their re-
combination rates [8]. The SNPs used in this study meet
these criteria [4].
Also, in our statistical model, we assumed that the
dominance deviation at a locus is independent of
the squared difference in allele frequencies between
the parental lines at that locus. Note that this assump-
tion does not require that SNPs are unlinked, or that
SNPs are unlinked to QTL. It is unknown whether
dominance effects at loci are correlated to allele
frequency differences between lines. Selection for
crossbred performance, however, could introduce such
a correlation, since it may drive allele frequencies at
loci with dominance in opposite directions in the two
parental lines [9,10]. This would create a positive
correlation between d and (pi − pj)
2. Moreover, our
data do not represent a complete diallel cross, but a se-
lected set of crosses, which are probably the crosses
with above-average heterosis (most of these crosses
had higher predicted heterosis than other potential
crosses in the diallel set that were not made in practice
[1]). Therefore, most crosses in this study are between
lines that may have an above-average (pi − pj)
2 for loci
showing dominance. This would also lead to a positive
correlation between d and (pi − pj)
2. Such a positive
correlation could result in biased estimation of β. With
the present limited knowledge of the genome, however,
we cannot quantify the effect of this bias on our esti-
mates of β.
Furthermore, in our analyses, we used the average
heterozygosity excess across the entire genome, which
means that all SNPs were assumed to contribute
equally to heterosis. An alternative would be to weight
the SNPs based on their estimated contribution to het-
erosis, i.e. by their estimated dominance effect, dl.
Dominance effects of SNPs can be estimated with, for
example, single SNP regression models or with models
that fit all SNPs simultaneously, such as those used for
genomic selection (e.g. BayesD [11]). The relatively
high accuracy with which between-line heterosis for
egg number and egg weight can be predicted by aver-
aging across the genome (See also [1]) suggests that
heterosis is due to many loci with dominance effects,
spread across the genome. This agrees with increasing
evidence from genomic selection and genome-wide
association studies that many traits in livestock are highly
polygenic. The prediction of heterosis by weighting SNPs
by their estimated dominance effects will be investigated
in a future study.Conclusions
We derived an expression for the expected heterosis in
the offspring of specific sires as the within- and
between-line heterozygosity excess in the offspring of a
sire and the dam-line that it is mated to, and used it to
predict heterosis at the sire level.
We conclude that based on a dominance model, it is
possible to predict heterosis for individual sires, and thus
to identify sires with offspring that are expected to have
relatively higher levels of heterosis than others. In our
data, however, variation in predicted heterosis between
sires within a line was small, and most differences in
heterosis were observed between lines. We hypothesise
that this method may work better if predictions are
based on SNPs with identified dominance effects.Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interest.
Authors’ contributions
ENA carried out the statistical analysis, interpreted the results and wrote the
manuscript. HB PB and DJK gave suggestions on the statistical analysis and
revised the manuscript critically for its scientific content. All authors read and
approved the final manuscript.
Acknowledgements
ENA currently benefits from a joint grant from the European Commission
(within the framework of the Erasmus-Mundus joint doctorate “EGS-ABG”)
and Breed4Food (a public-private partnership in the domain of animal
breeding and genomics, and ISA- Hendrix Genetics). We thank ISA- Hendrix
Genetics for providing the data.
Received: 11 April 2014 Accepted: 6 January 2015
References
1. Amuzu-Aweh EN, Bijma P, Kinghorn BP, Vereijken A, Visscher J, van
Arendonk JA, et al. Prediction of heterosis using genome-wide SNP-marker
data: application to egg production traits in white Leghorn crosses.
Heredity. 2013;111:530–8.
2. Anang A, Mielenz N, Schüler L. Genetic and phenotypic parameters for
monthly egg production in White Leghorn hens. J Anim Breed Genet.
2000;117:407–15.
3. Nurgiartiningsih VMA, Mielenz N, Preisinger R, Schmutz M, Schueler L.
Estimation of genetic parameters based on individual and group mean
records in Laying hens. Br Poult Sci. 2004;45:604–10.
4. Groenen MA, Megens HJ, Zare Y, Warren WC, Hillier LW, Crooijmans RP,
et al. The development and characterization of a 60K SNP chip for chicken.
BMC Genomics. 2011;12:274.
5. Falconer DS, Mackay TFC. Introduction to quantitative genetics. Harlow:
Longman; 1996.
6. Haberfeld A, Dunnington EA, Siegel PB, Hillel J. Heterosis and DNA
fingerprinting in chickens. Poult Sci. 1996;75:951–3.
7. Megens HJ, Crooijmans R, Bastiaansen J, Kerstens H, Coster A, Jalving R,
et al. Comparison of linkage disequilibrium and haplotype diversity on
macro- and microchromosomes in chicken. BMC Genet. 2009;10:86.
8. Qanbari S, Hansen M, Weigend S, Preisinger R, Simianer H. Linkage
disequilibrium reveals different demographic history in egg laying chickens.
BMC Genet. 2010;11:103.
9. Kinghorn BP, Hickey JM, van der Werf JHJ. Reciprocal recurrent genomic
selection (RRGS) for total genetic merit in crossbred individuals. In Proceedings
of the 9th World Congress on Genetics Applied to Livestock Production:
1-6 August 2010; Leipzig. Paper 36 2010. [http://www.kongressband.de/
wcgalp2010/assets/html/0036.htm]
Amuzu-Aweh et al. Genetics Selection Evolution  (2015) 47:27 Page 8 of 810. Zeng J, Toosi A, Fernando RL, Dekkers JCM, Garrick DJ. Genomic selection
of purebred animals for crossbred performance in the presence of
dominant gene action. Genet Sel Evol. 2013;45:11.
11. Wellman R, Bennewitz J. Bayesian models with dominance
effects for genomic evaluation of quantitative traits. Genet Res.
2012;94:21–37.Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color ﬁgure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit
